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ABSTRACT 



Children in foster care are the most educationally at risk 
population in New York City, and the longstanding failure of the responsible 
agencies to address the educational needs of foster children in New York City 
is a problem that has, for the most part,. been ignored. This paper reports on 
a study aimed at creating a database to inform the delivery of educational 
services to children in foster care. Data collection involved the 
dissemination and collection of more than 280 surveys competed by foster and 
biological parents, educators, social workers, case workers, education 
professionals, lawyers, and foster children themselves. Most of the 
biological parents responding (89%) said that they were unaware of, and never 
informed about, the Early Intervention program while their children were in 
foster care, and half of foster parents did not know about this program. Only 
18% of foster parents reported that children in their care were enrolled in 
preschool programs. Forty-two percent of the foster children stated that they 
did not start school immediately on entering foster care, and over 75% stated 
that they did not remain in their school once placed in foster care, with 
nearly 65% reporting that they transferred in the middle of the school year. 
Thirty percent of foster care youth reported receiving special education 
services, nearly three times the average for New York City. More than half of 
the young people who responded (52%) reported that they did not feel prepared 
to support themselves after they left foster care, and over 50% were not 
satisfied with the quality of the education received while in foster care. 
These findings and others demonstrate the lack of attention paid to the 
education of children in foster care. Recommendations are made to improve 
educational services for these children, while meeting federal, state, and 
local requirements. (SLD) 
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Education is the foundation upon which a child’s future is 
built. . . [t]he lack of a good education severely limits one’s 
life opportunities both in the sense of securing an 
adequate income and in the sense of full social 
participation and personal fulfillment... It is crucial to 
recognize. . . that these critical years of childhood cannot 
be replayed. The lack of a good education during a child’s 
developmental years has a “ terrible finality. ’* 



Executive Summary 

Children in foster care are the most educationally at risk population in New York City 
today. Unfortunately, instead of providing the coordination, case management and 
assistance to children in foster care, the main institutions in these children’s lives, from 
their foster care agency to their local school, fail to put into place the fundamental 
building blocks that could help these at-risk children meet with educational success. 
Although these children are clearly entitled to educational services under law, their 
educational needs have continued to go unmet. The long-standing failure of the 
responsible agencies to address the educational needs of foster children in New York City 
is a problem that has, for the most part, been ignored. The lack of data to 
comprehensively document the systemic problems with the delivery of educational 
services to children in foster care has, until now, been a major barrier to all involved 
parties in creating positive educational change for these children. 

In 1997, the Administration for Children’s Services and the Board of Education together 
entered into a Memorandum of Understanding to share data, with the goal of creating a 
comprehensive database to inform the delivery of educational services to children in 
foster care. Such a database, as of this publication, has yet to be completed. Since no 
system-wide data tracking the educational performance of the City’s foster children 
exists, Advocates for Children of New York (AFC) decided to gather data directly from 
all of the stakeholders involved in the delivery of educational services to foster care 
children as well as to the foster children and parents themselves. 

Advocates for Children is a not-for-profit advocacy organization dedicated to ensuring 
equal and quality education in New York City. For nearly thirty years AFC has worked 
to secure high quality, appropriate public education for all of New York City’s children. 
AFC has worked with biological and foster parents as well as children in foster care, 
advocating for educational reform in New York City. 



1 Improving Educational Services for Foster Children: An Advocate's Guide , p.l (May 1999). Prepared by 
Laurence M. Heybach and Wallace Winter, in cooperation with The Office of Educational Services of 
DCFS and the Office of Policy Initiatives of the Child Protection Division, and The Chicago Public 
Schools, for “Partners in Education,” Third Annual Children Can’t Wait Conference, Child Protection 
Division of the Circuit Court Cook County, Honorable Nancy Sidote Salyers, Presiding Judge. 



Our data collection involved the dissemination and collection of over 280 surveys filled 
out by foster parents, biological parents, educators, social workers, case workers, 
educational professionals, lawyers and foster children themselves to determine the 
educational experience of NYC’s foster care children. The surveys were targeted to 
obtain information concerning three primary areas: (1) appropriate enrollment of foster 
children in preschool and school programs; (2) continuity of educational services for 
foster children (or lack thereof); and (3) the quality of educational services. 

AFC SURVEY FINDINGS 

Initial Enrollment In Educational Programs 

Early Intervention 

y 89% of the biological parents who responded stated that they were unaware of, 
and never informed about, the Early Intervention program while their children 
were in foster care. This lack of information is critically serious, because without 
parental consent most children in foster care cannot receive these services. 

> Of the foster parents who responded, half indicated that they were unfamiliar with 
the El program. 

Preschool Programs 

> Though preschool is often the key to academic success of at-risk children only 

1 8% of the foster parents reported that children under their care were enrolled in 
preschool programs. 

> Of the foster parents who indicated that none of the foster children they cared for 
were enrolled in preschool programs, 80% reported that no one advised them to 
enroll these children in such programs. 

Initial Enrollment for Compulsory School Age Foster Children 

Children in foster care 

> 42% stated that they did not start school immediately upon entering foster care. 

> Nearly 50% who stated that they experienced a delay in school entry said that 
they were kept out of school because of lost or misplaced school records. 

Law Guardians and Caseworkers 

> 100% law guardians and over 80% of the caseworkers/social workers who 
responded to this question stated that their clients were not immediately enrolled 
in school upon entering foster care 

> 79% of law guardians indicated that the delay was due to lost school records, 70% 
of Caseworkers indicated the same delay due to lost school records. 
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Continuity of Educational Services 

School Transfers 

Foster Care Youth 

> Over 75% stated that they did not remain in their school once placed in foster 
care. 

> Nearly 65% of the young people said they had been transferred to another school 
in the middle of the year. 

> 70% who answered yes indicated that they had been transferred at least once 
during the school year, 22% indicated twice in same year, and 10% had been 
transferred more than 5 times in one year. 

> 57% stated that no one explained to them why they were transferred from the 
school. 

Pregnant Foster Teens 

> Over 20% of pregnant and/or parenting teens indicated that they had been forced 
to change schools when they became pregnant. 

Law Guardians 

> Nearly 70% of the law guardians indicated that their clients had been transferred 
to more than one school within the same academic year. 

> Nearly 90% of law guardians attributed short-term foster home placements as the 
reason for the transfers. 

Caseworkers/Social Workers 

> Nearly 75% stated that their clients were transferred to more than one school 
within the same year. 

> 45% indicated that their clients transferred schools more than twice in one year. 

> 65% attributed delays to behavioral problems in foster home; 51% indicated 
behavioral problems in school as a cause. 

Quality of Educational Services 

Special Education 

Foster Care Youth 

> 30% of foster care youth reported receiving special education services, with 56% 
beginning receipt of services after entering foster care. This is nearly three times 
the average for New York City. 
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Biological Parents 

> Less than 6% of parents who answered this question indicated that they 
participated in the special education identification and referral process of children 
who were evaluated for special education after entering foster care. 90% of 
parents indicated that they participated in none of the special education processes. 

Caseworkers/ Social workers 

\ 

y 60% replied that they were not aware of existing laws when referring children to 
special education. 

> Over 50% indicated that their clients did not receive appropriate services very 
often while in special education. 

Quality of education and satisfaction with education 

Foster Care Youth 

> 52% of young people who answered indicated that they did not feel prepared to 
support themselves after they left foster care. 

> Over 50% of the young people were unsatisfied with the quality of their education 
received while in foster care. 

Educational Success Indicators 

Dropout Rates 

Foster Care Pregnant and Parenting Teens 

> 40% of young women who answered indicated that they did not stay in school 
during their pregnancy 

Multiple Suspensions 

Foster Care Youth 

> 7% of young people stated that they had been suspended more than five times 
during one academic year, and 4% stated they had been suspended more than 
twice in one year. 

Holdover Rates 

Foster Care Youth 

> Nearly 45% stated that they had been held over at least once in school. 
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> Of those who answered yes to being held over 92% indicated they were held over 
once. 8% indicated they were held over twice. 

Enrichment Services/Educational Options 

Foster Care Youth 

> 32% stated they had not discussed college and/or job skill with an adult while in 
foster care. 

> Only 36% had indicated that they had participated in any type of job training 
program. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Meet the requirements of federal, state and local law 

> State law clearly outlining the state’s obligation to assure proper educational 
services to foster care youth should be passed. 

> NYSED should take responsibility for enforcing federal and state law. 

> The New York City Board of Education must take responsibility for providing 
baseline educational requirements for children in foster care. 

> The administration for children’s services should take responsibility for training 
their staff about relevant laws and enforcing accountability for following laws. 

Secure appropriate enrollment of foster children in educational 

PROGRAMS 

> The Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) and the New York City Early 
Intervention Program must implement strategies for effective coordination and 
collaboration between caseworkers and El service providers to ensure the timely 
enrollment of eligible toddlers in foster care into the El program. 

> ACS must create a policy directive stating that all four and five year olds in foster 
care are enrolled in school programs. 

> The Board should enter into an agreement with ACS to give preference to 
children in foster care in enrolling them in pre-kindergarten classrooms. 

> Existing laws prohibiting delays in school placement of foster children, due to 
missing academic and immunization records must be enforced. ACS caseworkers 
and BOE staff who fail to comply with these mandates must be held accountable. 

> Remove the major barriers to timely school enrollment and receipt of services. 
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> ACS must draft a directive which instructs caseworkers to make diligent efforts to 
ensure that all foster kids through the age of 21 are enrolled in an educational 
program at all times. 

Achieve Continuity of educational services for foster children 

> Minimize the disruption of academic instruction by keeping children in their 
original schools upon entering foster care. 

> Listen to older children about their educational needs and allow them to choose to 
stay in their present school or transfer to a school closer to their new foster home. 

> Remove the major barriers to timely school enrollment and receipt of services. 
These barriers are missing school records, insufficient caseworker communication 
and lack of knowledge about education issues. This can be done with 
comprehensive caseworker training and developing a coordination and 
communication plan between foster care agencies and schools 

Improve the quality of educational services delivered to foster children 

> ACS must provide caseworkers and supervisors with knowledge of the law and of 
the procedures available to access educational support services for children and 
hold staff accountable for making diligent efforts to ensure that their clients meet 
with academic success. 

o Minimize multiple suspensions 

o Provide enrichment educational services and alternative education 

options 

o Create comprehensive transition services for children in foster care with 
the transition from school to work 

> ACS and the Board must track the number of foster children identified, referred 
and placed in special education settings in order to determine appropriateness of 
services received. 

o Tracking of special education services to foster children is vital 
o A review of a random sampling of disabled foster children ’s educational 
records should be undertaken immediately 
o ACS should implement a policy for its staff to understand the special 
education system and alternative services 
o Parental involvement in the Special Education process 
o The Board and ACS should develop a comprehensive policy for the 
appointment of surrogate parents. 

o The Board should develop screening procedures and services for children 
in foster care who are referred for special education. 
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I. Introduction 



The link between foster care placement and low academic performance has been 
clearly documented across this country. Foster children frequently experience academic 
failure as a result of developmental, cognitive, behavioral and emotional problems 
caused, in part, by abuse, neglect, parental drug use during pregnancy, family disruptions 
and transience. Unfortunately, Once a child enters foster care, the main institutions in 
these children’s lives, from their foster care agency to their local school, fail to put into 
place the fundamental building blocks that could help these at-risk children meet with 
educational success. 

There are approximately 37,000 children in the New York City foster care 
system. 2 Although children are entitled to educational services under federal, New York 
State and local laws and regulations, the educational needs of foster children in New 
York City have continued to go unmet. The long-standing failure of the responsible 
agencies to address the educational needs of foster children in New York City is a 
problem that has, for the most part, been ignored by legislators, policy-makers, and 
educational and child welfare professionals. The lack of data to prove the systemic 
problems with the delivery of educational services to children in foster care has been a 
major barrier to focusing all involved parties upon bringing about positive educational 
change for these children. 

This report was written for the purposes of bringing this issue into focus and to 
begin a dialogue in New York City, using data collected and generated by our agency, 
about the state of educational services for foster care children. To this end, this report 
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